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to form a common sensor signal related to the spatial position
of'the first part relative to the second part. The output signals
of'the two magnetic field sensors essentially represent a direc-
tion of the magnetic field at the location of the respective
magnetic field sensors.
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1
SENSOR ASSEMBLY FOR DETERMINING A
SPATTAL POSITION OF A FIRST PART
RELATIVE TO A SECOND PART

CROSS REFERENCES TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application is a continuation of international patent
application PCT/EP2011/063415 filed on Aug. 4, 2011 des-
ignating the U.S., which international patent application has
been published in German language and claims priority from
German patent application DE 10 2010 034 482.6 filed on
Aug. 10, 2010. The entire contents of these priority applica-
tions are incorporated herein by reference.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates to a sensor assembly and a
method for determining a spatial position of a first part rela-
tive to a second part. The method and assembly can advanta-
geously be used in a contact probe head for a coordinate
measuring machine in order to determine the relative position
of the sensing element of the probe head relative to a probe
head base.

U.S. Pat. No. 4,866,854 discloses a sensor assembly using
two Hall elements in order to determine a relative position.
The two Hall elements are arranged on opposite sides of a
magnet, so that the North pole and the South pole of the
magnet each point towards a Hall element. Each Hall element
produces an output signal representing the distance between
the Hall element and the side of the magnet that is opposite
thereto. If the magnet moves closer to one of the Hall ele-
ments, the distance to the other Hall element increases. In this
way a position change of the first part relative to the second
part along a measurement axis, which corresponds to the
connecting line between the two Hall elements, is detected
twice. A common sensor signal, which is representative of the
actual position of the magnet between the two Hall elements,
is produced by generating the difference between the two
output signals. In some exemplary embodiments, U.S. Pat.
No. 4,866,854 also proposes a plurality of magnets and a
plurality of Hall element pairs so that the actual spatial posi-
tion of the first part relative to the second part can be deter-
mined along a plurality of measurement axes. For this a
magnet is required for each Hall element pair.

Hall elements respond essentially to a change of the mag-
nitude of the magnetic field strength. By forming the differ-
ence of the output signals of each two opposing Hall ele-
ments, a common sensor signal is produced that is
approximately proportional to the position of the magnet
between the two Hall elements. The known sensor assembly
allegedly has good sensitivity, selectivity and resolution. It is
disadvantageous that the known sensor assembly requires a
plurality of magnets for position determination in a plurality
of measurement axes, which magnets should be disposed as
far apart from each other as possible in order to achieve good
decoupling between the sensor pairs. Hach sensor pair
requires “its” magnet. The required distances make it difficult
to implement the known sensor assembly for a plurality of
measurement axes in a compact manner. Furthermore, the
assembly and the installation of the known sensor assembly in
a device, such as the probe head of a coordinate measurement
machine, require many individual assembly steps.

Sensor assemblies of the above-mentioned type are par-
ticularly necessary in coordinate measurement machines.
Coordinate measurement machines usually comprise a so-
called probe head, which is attached to a frame. With the aid
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of the frame the probe head can be moved relative to a mea-
surement object. The probe head comprises a movable sens-
ing element, typically in the form of a stylus. The probe head
is moved towards the measurement object until the free end of
the stylus contacts a target measurement point. The stylus is
deflected relative to the probe head as a result of the contact-
ing. Spatial coordinates, which are representative of the
sensed measurement point, are then determined from the
position of the probe head relative to the measurement object
and from the position of the stylus relative to the probe head.
Geometric dimensions and/or the shape of the measurement
object can be determined by sensing a plurality of measure-
ment points and determining the corresponding spatial coor-
dinates.

DE 103 48 887 Al discloses a probe head for a coordinate
measurement machine. Again, pairs of Hall elements are used
to determine the position of the stylus relative to the base of
the probe head. As with the arrangement from U.S. Pat. No.
4,866,854, a Hall element pair is required for each measure-
ment axis. Again, the individual Hall element pairs and the
associated magnet are disposed at different points of the
probe head as far apart as possible.

DE 102004 011 728 A1 discloses another probe head fora
coordinate measurement machine having Hall elements and
magnets. A Hall element is provided for each measurement
axis and is disposed between two opposed magnets. Two
measurement axes of the sensor assembly are combined on a
supporting plate. The third spatial direction must be detected
with a Hall element and an associated magnet pair, which
must be separately mounted in the probe head.

As an alternative to Hall elements it has been envisaged to
use so-called magnetoresistive sensors. DE 37 08 105 Al
discloses such a probe head for a coordinate measurement
machine, wherein a single magnet is disposed on the end of
the stylus closer to the probe head base. A plurality of mag-
netoresistive sensors is distributed on a detector surface that is
disposed opposite the magnet. The known sensor assembly is
quite compact. The measurement accuracy is limited, how-
ever, in particular because the Earth’s magnetic field can
cause unknown disturbances.

The structure and the principle of operation of the magne-
toresistive sensors are known from various documents, for
example from DE 195 21 617 C1 or from numerous publica-
tions in journals or at conferences. The sensors are frequently
based on the so-called anisotropic magnetoresistive effect
(AMR effect) or on the giant magnetoresistive eftect (GMR
effect). The AMR effect alters the electrical resistance of a
ferromagnetic material through which a current is flowing
depending on the angle between the current density vector
and the magnetic field vector. The GMR effect is a quantum
mechanical effect, which likewise causes a change of the
electrical resistance of a ferromagnetic structure. AMR and
GMR sensors have replaced the previously used so-called
field plates. Field plates are magnetically variable resistances,
in which the change in resistance is based on a change in the
path length of the electrons in the magnetic field as a result of
the Lorentz force.

DE 37 15 698 Al discloses a probe head having three field
plates, which are disposed on an outer circular ring, which is
concentric to an inner circular ring having magnetic anti-
poles. Said sensor assembly appears quite compact. However,
the measurement accuracy might be very limited owing to the
sensors used and owing to the influences of the Earth’s mag-
netic field.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

Against this background, it is an object of the present
invention to provide a sensor assembly which allows for a
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very accurate determination of position even in the presence
of external disturbances, such as variations of the Earth’s
magnetic field.

It is another object to provide a sensor assembly for deter-
mining a relative position in various axes, which assembly
can be implemented in a very compact manner.

It is another object to provide a compact and inexpensive
2D or 3D sensor assembly for determining a relative position
of a first part relative to a second part.

According to a first aspect of the invention, there is pro-
vided a sensor assembly for determining a spatial position of
a first part relative to a second part, comprising at least one
magnet disposed on the first part and designed for generating
amagnetic field that extends to the second part, said magnetic
field having a plurality of directions depending on a position
relative to the at least one magnet, comprising a first, a sec-
ond, a third and a fourth magnetic field sensor each arranged
on the second part and each designed to produce an output
signal essentially varying as a function of the direction of the
magnetic field at the location of the respective magnetic field
sensor, and comprising a signal generator designed for deter-
mining a first and a second sensor signal by combining the
output signals from the first, second, third and fourth mag-
netic field sensors, wherein the first and the second magnetic
field sensors are arranged at a first spatial distance from one
another and form a first pair of magnetic field sensors, said
first spatial distance defining a first interval and a first mea-
surement axis transverse to said first interval, wherein the
third and the fourth magnetic field sensors are arranged at a
second spatial distance from one another and form a second
pair of magnetic field sensors, said second spatial distance
defining a second interval and a second measurement axis
transverse to said second interval, wherein the at least one
magnet is positioned in said first and second intervals,
wherein the first and second measurement axes are substan-
tially orthogonal with respect to each other, and wherein the
first sensor signal varies as a function of a spatial position of
the first part relative to the second part along the first mea-
surement axis and the second sensor signal varies as a func-
tion of the spatial position of the first part relative to the
second part along the second measurement axis.

According to another aspect, there is provided a sensor
assembly for determining a spatial position of a first part
relative to a second part, comprising at least one magnet
disposed on the first part and generating a magnetic field that
extends to the second part, comprising a first magnetic field
sensor arranged on the second part for producing a first output
signal essentially depending on the direction of the magnetic
field at the location of the first magnetic field sensor, com-
prising a second magnetic field sensor arranged on the second
part for producing a second output signal essentially depend-
ing on the direction of the magnetic field at the location of the
second magnetic field sensor, and comprising a signal com-
biner for combining the first and second output signals to
form a common sensor signal representing a spatial position
of the first part relative to the second part, wherein the first
magnetic field sensor and the second magnetic field sensor
are arranged at a spatial distance from one another on the
second part, and the at least one magnet is positioned in an
interval defined by said spatial distance.

According to yet another aspect, there is provided a method
for determining a spatial position of a first part relative to a
second part, the method comprising the steps of arranging at
least one magnet on the first part so that the magnet generates
a magnetic field that extends to the second part, arranging a
first and a second magnetic field sensor at a spatial distance
from each other on the second part, wherein the at least one

25

30

40

45

60

4

magnet is positioned in an interval defined by said spatial
distance between the first and second magnetic field sensors,
receiving a first output signal from the first magnetic field
sensor and receiving a second output signal from the second
magnetic field sensor, wherein the first and second output
signals depend on a sensor position of the respective magnetic
field sensor in the magnetic field, and determining a common
sensor signal which depends on the spatial position of the first
part relative to the second part along a defined measurement
axis by combining the output signals of the first and second
magnetic field sensors to form a common sensor signal,
wherein the defined measurement axis is selected to be trans-
verse to the spatial distance, and the output signals of the first
and second magnetic field sensors essentially represent a
magnetic field direction at the location of the respective mag-
netic field sensor.

Preferably, the sensor assembly and the method are used in
a probe head for a coordinate measurement machine in order
to determine the deflection of the sensing element (stylus)
relative to the base of the probe head. Accordingly, there is
provided a probe head for a coordinate measurement
machine, comprising a probe head base and a sensing ele-
ment, which is movably mounted on the probe head base, and
comprising a sensor assembly for determining an effective
position of the sensing element relative to the probe head
base, with said sensor assembly comprising at least one mag-
net arranged on one of the probe head base and the sensing
element for generating a magnetic field that extends to the
other one of the probe head base and the sensing element,
comprising a first magnetic field sensor arranged on the other
one of the probe head base and the sensing element for pro-
ducing a first output signal essentially depending on the direc-
tion of the magnetic field at the location of the first magnetic
field sensor, comprising a second magnetic field sensor
arranged on the other one of the probe head base and the
sensing element for producing a second output signal essen-
tially depending on the direction of the magnetic field at the
location of the second magnetic field sensor, and comprising
a signal combiner for combining the first and second output
signals to form a common sensor signal representing a spatial
position of the sensing element relative to the probe head
base, wherein the first magnetic field sensor and the second
magnetic field sensor are arranged at a spatial distance from
one another, and the at least one magnet is positioned in an
interval defined by said spatial distance.

The novel sensor assembly and method use at least two
magnetic field sensors, between which a magnet for the gen-
eration of a defined magnetic field is disposed. Advanta-
geously, the measurement axis does not extend along the
connecting line between the two magnetic field sensors, but
transversely thereto. In preferred embodiments, the measure-
ment axis extends orthogonally to the distance vector
between the two magnetic field sensors. Accordingly, the
magnet moves transversely and preferably orthogonally to
the connecting line between the two magnetic field sensors.
The two magnetic field sensors each detect the actual mag-
netic field direction, i.e. the vectorial direction of the mag-
netic field lines at the location of the sensors. In the preferred
embodiments, the output signals of the magnetic field sensors
are substantially independent of the magnitude of the mag-
netic field strength, i.e. the magnetic field sensors in practice
only evaluate the direction of the magnetic field relative to the
sensors. The magnitude of the magnetic field strength, i.e. the
strength of the magnetic field at the location of the sensors, is
of no consequence as long as the magnetic field strength is
high enough to produce an output signal with the sensors.
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In preferred exemplary embodiments, the magnetic field
sensors are magnetoresistive sensors, which are based on the
AMR effect. In other exemplary embodiments, the magnetic
field sensors can be GMR sensors. Moreover, in principle the
magnetic field sensors can also be other sensors, in which the
output signals primarily depend on the magnetic field direc-
tion and not or only to a lesser extent on the magnetic field
strength.

The novel sensor assembly and method use sensors, which
at least detect a magnetic field direction, in a common mag-
netic field, wherein the two sensors of the dual assembly lie on
opposite sides of the magnet. The result of this is that direc-
tional changes of the common magnetic field because of a
relative movement of the two parts behave oppositely. Exter-
nal disturbances, for example as a result of the Earth’s mag-
netic field, can thus easily be eliminated. Furthermore, the
output signals of the sensors are quite insensitive to changes
in temperature, because the magnetic field direction depends
much less on the ambient temperature than for example the
magnetic field strength of a magnet. In addition, the course of
the magnetic field lines can be rather accurately determined
and optimized by means of the geometric dimensions and the
geometric disposition of the at least one magnet. It is advan-
tageous if the magnetic field lines in the area near the sensors
have a relatively strong curvature, since the sensors then
respond very sensitively to a displacement of the magnetic
field. As a result of this, the novel sensor assembly can be
optimized quite simply for high measurement accuracy and
the high measurement accuracy can be guaranteed very well
in mass production by reproduction of the geometric dimen-
sions. The novel sensor assembly can thus be implemented
very inexpensively.

As explained further below with reference to preferred
exemplary embodiments, the novel sensor assembly can be
advantageously implemented as a 3D sensor assembly,
wherein a single integrated sensor assembly is capable of
determining all degrees of freedom of two parts moving rela-
tive to each other.

In a preferred refinement, the sensor assembly comprises
an adder, which adds the output signals of the first and second
magnetic field sensors in order to provide a common sensor
signal. Preferably, the adder is further capable of forming a
mean value of the two output signals of the first and second
magnetic field sensors.

Accordingly, the common sensor signal represents the
mean value of the two output signals in the preferred embodi-
ments, taking into account the opposite magnetic field direc-
tions. In some preferred exemplary embodiments the sensors
each provide at least one output signal that varies sinusoidally
or cosinusoidally if the position of the first part relative to the
second part varies. Because the magnetic field lines of the
common magnetic field are opposite at the two remote sen-
sors, the adder forms a sensor signal that is zero for undis-
torted, ideal symmetrical magnetic fields at the two sensors.
Deviations from zero are either the result of a deflection of the
first part relative to the second part, or of a disturbance of the
symmetry of the magnetic field between the two sensors. If
the rest position of the first part is determined prior to a
measurement, possibly by means of a calibration, distur-
bances can be detected very easily by using the summation
signal and eliminated during the determination of the posi-
tion.

In some exemplary embodiments, the adder is imple-
mented by means of a direct parallel connection of the output
signals in hardware form. In other exemplary embodiments,
the sensor assembly comprises a programmable circuit, such
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as a microcontroller, microprocessor, ASIC or FPGA, which
carries out the addition of the output signals and the preferred
mean value formation.

In a further refinement, the sensor assembly comprises a
subtractor, which forms a difference between the output sig-
nals of the first and second magnetic field sensors in order to
provide the common sensor signal. It is particularly prefer-
able if the sensor assembly comprises both an adder and also
a subtractor in order to provide a summation signal and a
difference signal from the two output signals of the magnetic
field sensors.

A rotation of the magnetic field relative to the two magnetic
field sensors, and consequently a rotation of the first part
relative to the second part, can be determined from the dif-
ference between the two output signals. This embodiment
thus enables the provision of a common sensor signal, which
is representative of a further degree of freedom. In preferred
exemplary embodiments, the two output signals of the adder
and of the subtractor are delivered in parallel, which enables
a very rapid determination of two common sensor signals,
which are representative of two different degrees of freedom
of the relative movement.

In a preferred exemplary refinement, the sensor assembly
comprises three pairs of sensors, each with two magnetic field
sensors, wherein each pair of sensors provides a summation
signal and a difference signal in relation to a different mea-
surement axis. With such a sensor assembly, all six degrees of
freedom and hence the so-called posture of the first part
relative to the second part can be determined simply and
rapidly.

In a further refinement, the magnetic field sensors each
have an electrical resistance, which varies depending on the
magnetic field direction.

In said refinement the magnetic field sensors are magne-
toresistive sensors, in particular AMR sensors. Furthermore,
it is preferred if the sensors span a common measurement
plane in which the magnetic field lines relevant to the evalu-
ation lie.

Said refinements enable a very flat and accordingly com-
pact implementation of the novel sensor assembly.

In a further refinement, the first and the second magnetic
field sensors each generate two different analog output sig-
nals, each with an instantaneous value that depends in a
sinusoidal or cosinusoidal manner on the magnetic field
direction at the location of the respective magnetic field sen-
sor.

Suitable magnetic field sensors of said embodiment are in
particular magnetoresistive sensors, each of which internally
comprises two resistance measurement bridges that are
rotated relative to each other by 45°. A first of said resistance
measurement bridges provides a first analog signal, which
depends sinusoidally on the direction of the magnetic field at
the location of the sensor. A second of said resistance mea-
surement bridges provides a second analog signal, which
because of the 45° rotation depends cosinusoidally on the
direction of the magnetic field at the location of the sensor.
Together, the two analog signals enable very accurate deter-
mination of the magnetic field direction at the location of the
sensors. The use of such magnetic field sensors enables very
rapid signal processing by electrically connecting the sinu-
soidal (or cosinusoidal) analog signals of the first sensor
rotated through 180° with the sinusoidal (or cosinusoidal)
analog signals of the second sensor and thus combining the
analog signals in a parallel circuit. Two common output sig-
nals, which are representative of the magnetic field direction,
are obtained very simply and rapidly by the electrical con-
nection of the sine or cosine signals of the two sensors.
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Disturbances of the magnetic field by the signal processing
are thereby very effectively compensated.

In a further refinement, the sensor assembly comprises at
least four magnetic field sensors, which form a first pair and
a second pair, each with a first and a second magnetic field
sensor, wherein each pair produces acommon sensor signal in
relation to one of at least two mutually orthogonal measure-
ment axes. Preferably, the sensor assembly comprises at least
six magnetic field sensors, which form at least three pairs,
wherein each pair provides a common sensor signal for one of
three orthogonal measurement axes.

With this refinement a compact 2D or even 3D sensor
assembly is provided which provides position information for
aplurality of spatial directions. It is thus particularly suitable
for determining the deflections of a stylus relative to a base of
the probe head.

In a further refinement, the second part comprises a com-
ponent support on which the magnetic field sensors of the
pairs are arranged together. In preferred exemplary embodi-
ments the component support is essentially disk-shaped. In
particular, the component support is a circuit board to which
the magnetic field sensors are permanently attached, e.g. sol-
dered. Advantageously, other circuit elements are disposed
on the circuit board, in particular the adder and/or subtractor,
or a temperature sensor, which provides a temperature signal
representative of the operating temperature of the circuit
board. Furthermore, it is preferable if the component support
consists of a thermally stable material, e.g. of a ceramic
material, and/or has a known coefficient of thermal expan-
sion.

In said refinement, the sensor assembly is an integrated
sensor assembly having pairs of sensors for a plurality of
measurement axes. The embodiment enables a very compact
implementation and inexpensive fitting in a probe head. The
integration of a plurality of pairs of sensors on a component
support guarantees, moreover, uniformly high measurement
accuracy over a plurality of sensor assemblies of identical
construction. The integration of a temperature sensor on the
component support enables, moreover, advantageous tem-
perature compensation and as a result yet higher measure-
ment accuracy.

In a further refinement, the component support has a cen-
tral recess in which the at least one magnet is disposed.

In said refinement, the sensor assembly uses a common
magnetic field for the magnetic field sensors of the integrated
pairs. This means that the single magnetic field provides
position information for atleast two orthogonal measurement
axes. In preferred exemplary embodiments the sensor assem-
bly uses a single common magnetic field for all measurement
axes and thus for all pairs of sensors.

The refinement contributes to a particularly compact struc-
ture. Moreover, the refinement enables uniformly high mea-
surement accuracy for all measurement axes because a com-
mon reference is evaluated for all measurement axes.

In a further refinement, the sensor assembly comprises a
plurality of magnets, which are disposed in the recess and
generate a common magnetic field. Preferably, the common
magnetic field is rotationally symmetrical in relation to at
least two measurement axes, i.e. the common magnetic field
appears the same for at least two orthogonal measurement
axes. In a particularly preferred exemplary embodiment the
sensor assembly comprises four magnets, which are disposed
in the shape of a cross.

Said embodiment enables a very compact design with a
common magnetic field, which provides high measurement
accuracy for all measurement axes. The rotational symmetry
of the magnetic field is particularly advantageous for use in
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the probe head of a coordinate measurement machine,
because it provides substantially identical measurement
accuracies in two orthogonal measurement axes. Said two
axes are advantageously arranged transversely to the Earth’s
gravitational force, i.e. they form a measurement plane which
is usually referred to as an x-y measurement plane in coordi-
nate measurement machines of portal or bridge type structure.

In a further refinement, the component support has an
upper side and a lower side, on each of which first and second
magnetic field sensors are disposed. Preferably, the upper
side and the lower side are substantially parallel to each other.
In preferred exemplary embodiments the component support
is a circuit board fitted with components on both sides.

Said refinement enables a compact sensor assembly with
magnetic field sensors that are separated from each other in
three orthogonal spatial directions. In one exemplary embodi-
ment the upper side and the lower side of the component
support are fitted with magnetic field sensors in mirror image
formations relative to each other, so that at least two pairs of
sensors are formed, of which one is disposed on the upper side
and one is disposed on the lower side of the component
support. Consequently, the pairs of sensors lie in two different
measurement planes, which is advantageously used in pre-
ferred exemplary embodiments to detect tilting of the com-
ponent support about an axis parallel to the measurement
plane. In other exemplary embodiments a magnetic field sen-
sor on the upper side and a magnetic field sensor on the lower
side can form a pair of sensors. The embodiment enables
further, selected magnetic field sensors to be used for more
than one pair of sensors. In particular, the output signal of a
magnetic field sensor can be combined once with the output
signal of another magnetic field sensor on the same side and
a second time with the output signal of a magnetic field sensor
on the opposite side, so that sensor signals are available for a
plurality of measurement directions with a small number of
magnetic field sensors. In some advantageous exemplary
embodiments the sensor assembly comprises a program-
mable circuit that is designed to relate the digital or digitized
output signals of the sensors together in various defined com-
binations. In one preferred case the programmable circuit
thus implements a monitoring and diagnostic function, which
enables it to monitor a measurement uncertainty of selected
pairs of sensors and/or their proper operation with the aid of
a cross-comparison. It is also very advantageous if the output
signals of the magnetic field sensors are combined as a plu-
rality of different pairs of sensors, because very efficient
plausibility comparisons can be carried out in this way.

In a further refinement, the sensor assembly comprises a
temperature correction stage designed to determine a ther-
mally induced position change of the first part relative to the
second part using the output signals.

In said refinement, temperature compensation advanta-
geously takes place using only the output signals of the mag-
netic field sensors. In one exemplary embodiment the output
signals of the magnetic field sensors at a reference tempera-
ture are stored in a memory of the sensor assembly and/or a
memory of a coordinate measurement machine. Prior to a
measurement, the output signals of the magnetic field sensors
are first determined without a deflection/position change
between the first and the second parts. A deviation of the
output signals relative to the output signals at the reference
temperature enables the preferred temperature compensation
without a special temperature sensor or in addition thereto.

It should be understood that the above-mentioned features
and the features yet to be explained below can not only be
used in the respectively stated combination, but also in other
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combinations or on their own, without departing from the
scope of the present invention.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

Exemplary embodiments of the invention are illustrated in
the drawings and are explained in detail in the following
description. In the drawings,

FIG. 1 shows a coordinate measurement machine having a
probe head, in which an exemplary embodiment of the new
sensor assembly is used,

FIG. 2 shows the mechanical structure of the probe head
from FIG. 1 in a partially sectional representation,

FIG. 3 shows a schematic representation of an exemplary
embodiment of the novel sensor assembly,

FIG. 4 shows a schematic representation of another exem-
plary embodiment of the novel sensor assembly,

FIG. 5 shows another exemplary embodiment of the sensor
assembly,

FIG. 6 shows another exemplary embodiment of the sensor
assembly having two pairs of sensors for two orthogonal
measurement axes,

FIG. 7 shows the mechanical structure of the sensor assem-
bly in a preferred exemplary embodiment,

FIG. 8 shows a schematic representation of the common
magnetic field of the sensor assembly from FIG. 7, and

FIG. 9 shows a common magnetic field of the sensor
assembly from FIG. 7 according to an alternative exemplary
embodiment.

DESCRIPTION OF PREFERRED
EMBODIMENTS

In FIG. 1 a coordinate measurement machine, in which the
novel sensor assembly is advantageously used, is referred to
in its entirety with reference number 10. Although the use of
the novel sensor assembly in coordinate measurement tech-
nology is preferred from today’s viewpoint, the invention is
not restricted thereto. Rather, the sensor assembly can also be
advantageously used in other cases in which the position of a
first part relative to a second part is to be determined with high
accuracy.

The coordinate measurement machine 10 comprises a base
12, on which a portal 14 is arranged. The portal 14 can be
moved relative to the base 12 in a first spatial direction.
Typically, said spatial direction is designated as the y axis. On
the upper crossbeam of the portal 14 a carriage 16 is disposed,
which can be moved relative to the portal 14 in a second
spatial direction. The axis of motion of the carriage 16 is
usually referred to as the x axis. On the carriage 16 a quill 18
is arranged, which can be moved relative to the carriage in a
third spatial direction. Said third spatial direction is usually
referred to as the z axis. A probe head 20 having a stylus 22 is
disposed at the lower free end of quill 18. The stylus is used to
touch a measurement point 24 on a measurement object 26,
while the measurement object 26 is disposed on the base 12.
A spatial position of the detected measurement point 24 can
then be determined from the position of the probe head 20
relative to the coordinate axes X, y, z. If the spatial coordinates
at a plurality of measurement points 24 on the measurement
object 26 are determined, geometric dimensions and/or the
shape of the measurement object 26 can be determined.

The coordinate measurement machine 10 is illustrated here
as a portal construction with a movable portal. There are other
designs for coordinate measurement machines, e.g. horizon-
tal arm measurement machines or measurement machines in
which the base 12 is moved with the measurement object 26.
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It should be understood that the novel sensor assembly can
also be used advantageously with such coordinate measure-
ment machines.

Position transducers for the axes of motion of the coordi-
nate measurement machine are referred to using reference
numbers 28, 30, 32 and can, for example, comprise an incre-
mental encoder or linear scale. Using the position transducers
28, 30, 32 an evaluation and control unit 34 determines the
respective actual spatial position of the probe head 20 within
the measurement volume. Furthermore, here the evaluation
and control unit 34 controls the movements ofthe portal 14, of
the carriage 16 and of the quill 18. Accordingly, the evaluation
and control unit 34 is connected via lines 36, 38 to the position
transducers 28, 30, 32 and the drives (not shown here) of the
coordinate measurement machine 10.

A control part with which an operator of the coordinate
measurement machine 10 can change the position of the
probe head 20 is referred to using the reference number 40. In
the preferred exemplary embodiments the evaluation and
control unit 34 also comprises a keyboard 42 and a display 44
as well as a processor 46 and a memory 48. A memory 48a
can, for example, be a working memory for the volatile stor-
age of measurement values, whereas a memory 485 com-
prises a control and measurement program for the measure-
ment object 26.

FIG. 2 shows the mechanical structure of probe head 20
according to a preferred exemplary embodiment. The probe
head 20 comprises a cylindrical probe head base 52, which
forms a fixed part, relative to which the stylus 22 can move. It
should be understood that the probe head base 52 itself can be
moved within the measurement volume using the drives of the
coordinate measurement machine 10.

The probe head 20 comprises two cylindrical shells 54, 56,
which are disposed substantially concentrically within the
probehead base 52. The cylindrical shells 54, 56 face towards
each other with their respective inner cylindrical shell sides.
The cylindrical shell 56 comprises an extension arm 57,
which encloses the cylindrical shell 54 from the outside.

The first cylindrical shell 54 is fixed by means of two leaf
springs 58 to the inner side of the probe head base 52. Because
of the leaf springs 58 the probe head base 52 and the cylin-
drical shell 54 form a spring parallelogram, which enables a
movement of the cylindrical shell 54 relative to the probe
head base 52 in a direction that is indicated in FIG. 2 by arrow
61. In some exemplary embodiments, said direction of
motion 61 is parallel to the z axis of the coordinate measure-
ment machine 10. However, there are also cases in which the
probe head 20 can be pivoted out of the orientation illustrated
in FIG. 1, so that the direction of motion 61 is then not parallel
to the 7 axis of the coordinate measurement apparatus 10.

The second cylindrical shell 56 is fixed by means of two
further leaf springs 60 to the first cylindrical shell 54 and
forms with the cylindrical shell 54 a second spring parallelo-
gram. The two cylindrical shells 54, 56 together with the leaf
springs 58, 60 form a double spring parallelogram, which
enables a linear movement in the direction of the arrow 61.

Inthe preferred exemplary embodiment the leaf springs 58,
60 each comprise a three-point connection to the cylindrical
shells and the base of the probe head. This means that they are
connected by means of a substantially singular connection
point 62 to the one cylindrical shell and by means of a rather
linear connection 64 or a connection 64 comprising a plural-
ity of connecting points to the other cylindrical shell. Said
three-point support reduces internal stresses.

The two cylindrical shells 54, 56 hold a membrane spring
66, which is disposed substantially concentrically within the
probe head base 52. A rod 68 is attached to the membrane
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spring 66 and extends through the recesses 70 in the leaf
springs 58, 60. The rod 68 is an extension and/or mounting for
the stylus 22. The cylindrical shells 54, 56, the leaf springs 58,
60 and the membrane spring 66 together form a support 72 for
the stylus 22 with degrees of freedom in the three orthogonal
spatial directions X, y, z. It is the object of the novel sensor
assembly here to detect the respective position of the stylus 22
relative to the probe head base 52.

FIG. 3 shows a simplified, schematic representation of an
exemplary embodiment of the novel sensor assembly. In FIG.
3, reference number 74 refers to a magnet that generates a
magnetic field 75. The magnet 74 is disposed on a first part 76,
which is in the form of a supporting plate—here in particular
substantially circular. A second part is referred to by reference
number 78. The second part 78 is a frame, which is disposed
approximately concentrically about the first part 76. Refer-
ence numbers 80, 82 refer to two magnetic field sensors,
which in a preferred exemplary embodiment are magnetore-
sistive AMR sensors. The sensors 80, 82 are disposed at a
distance 84 from each other. The magnet 74 is disposed in the
interval defined by the distance between the sensors 80, 82.
Each sensor 80, 82 provides an output signal 86 or 88 that is
dependent on the respective direction of the magnetic field
lines at the location of the respective sensor. In one exemplary
embodiment the sensors 80, 82 are angle sensors, which
provide an—in particular digital—output signal, which is
representative of the magnetic field direction of the magnet 74
at the location of the respective sensor. The output signals 86,
88 are fed to a signal generator circuit 90, which in this case
comprises an adder 92. The adder 92 forms a summation
signal of the two output signals 86, 88 taking into account
their respective signs. In one case the summation signal can
be the sum of absolute values. In said case the summation
signal is advantageously divided by two in order to obtain a
common sensor signal 94 representative of the mean value of
the two output signals 86, 88. In other cases the summation
signal can be formed using correct algebraic signs, so that in
facta difference is formed because of the opposite variation of
the sensor signals.

The sensor signal 94 is representative of the position of the
magnet 74 and consequently representative of the position of
the first part relative to the second part along a measurement
axis 96. As indicated in FIG. 3, the measurement axis 96
extends transversely to the distance vector 84 between the
two sensors 80, 82, wherein the magnet 74 is displaced along
the measurement axis 96. As can be seen from the field lines
of'the magnetic field 75, in the event of a displacement of the
magnet 74 along the measurement axis 96 the sensors 80, 82
detect a different magnetic field direction, which leads to a
correspondingly changed sensor signal 94.

FIG. 4 shows a preferred exemplary embodiment of the
novel sensor assembly. In this case each magnetic field sensor
80, 82 comprises a resistance measurement bridge 83a, 835
or 85a, 85b. Each resistance measurement bridge 83a, 835,
85a, 85b forms a separate magnetic field sensor, which gen-
erates an output signal 86a, 865, 88a, 886 dependent on the
magnetic field direction. The output signals 86a, 88a are
analog output signals, each with an instantaneous value 89a,
that depends sinusoidally on the magnetic field direction at
the location of the resistance measurement bridge 83a, 85a.
The output signals 865, 885 are analog output signals, each
with an instantaneous value 895 dependent cosinusoidally on
the magnetic field direction at the location of the resistance
measurement bridge 835, 856. The two sinusoidal output
signals 86a, 88a are electrically connected in parallel. The
two cosinusoidal output signals 88a, 885 are likewise electri-
cally connected in parallel.
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FIG. 5 shows a further exemplary embodiment, in which
the signal generator circuit 90 comprises a subtractor 98 in
addition to the adder 92. The subtractor 98 forms the differ-
ence of the two output signals 86, 88 and provides a further
common sensor signal 100, which because of the difference
formation represents a rotation of the first part relative to the
second part through a rotation angle 102. As can be seen from
FIG. 5, the rotation angle 102 lies in a plane spanned by the
distance vector 84 and the measurement axis 96. In other
words, sensor signal 100 represents a rotation of the first part
relative to the second part about an axis of rotation 104, which
is perpendicular to a measurement plane spanned by the sen-
sors 80, 82. The field lines of the magnetic field 75 also lie in
exactly said measurement plane. In the preferred exemplary
embodiments the sensor signals 94, 100 thus represent a
respective actual position of the first part relative to the sec-
ond part in relation to two degrees of freedom, namely a
translational degree of freedom along the measurement axis
96 and a rotational degree of freedom about the axis of rota-
tion 104.

FIG. 6 shows a development of the sensor assembly from
FIG. 5 with two pairs of sensors 80a, 82a and 805, 825. The
pair of sensors 80a, 82a corresponds to the pair of sensors 80,
82 from FIGS. 3 through 5. The other pair of sensors 805, 825
is disposed in the measurement plane of sensors 804, 82a and
rotated through 90° relative to the pair of sensors 80a, 82a.
The other pair of sensors 805, 825 thus provides a common
sensor signal along a further measurement axis 965, which in
this case is orthogonal to the first measurement axis 96a.

FIG. 7 shows a preferred exemplary embodiment of the
sensor assembly, which in this case is referred to in its entirety
by reference number 110. The sensor assembly 110 com-
prises an approximately circular disk-shaped component sup-
port 112, which is disposed above a further support 114. The
component support 112 has an upper side 116 and a lower
side 118. Four magnetic field sensors 80a, 82a, 805, 825 are
disposed on the upper side 116 and span a common measure-
ment plane on the upper side 116. The magnetic field sensors
80a, 82a and 805, 825 each lie at a distance 84 (cf. FIG. 5)
from each other at the outer edge of the component support
112 and form a pair of magnetic field sensors.

Here the sensor assembly 110 further comprises a third pair
of sensors, of which in FIG. 7 however, only one magnetic
field sensor 80c can be seen. A further sensor 82c¢ is disposed
on the remote rear side of the sensor assembly 110 in FIG. 7.
As canbe seen from the magnetic field sensor 80c, the sensors
80c, 82¢ are disposed perpendicular to the measurement
plane of the sensors 80a, 82a, 805, 825 on a holder 120,
wherein the holder 120 is fixed to the component support 112.
The magnetically active surfaces of the sensors 80c, 82¢ are
substantially perpendicular to the upper side 116. The sensors
80c, 82¢ are thus optimally orientated to detect movement of
the component support 112 relative to the other support 114 in
a direction perpendicular to the upper side 116. In the pre-
ferred exemplary embodiments, in which the sensor assembly
110 is used in a probe head of the type shown in FIG. 2, the
sensors 80c, 82¢ form a common sensor signal, which is
representative of a deflection of the stylus 22 in the z direc-
tion, whereas the two pairs of sensors 80a, 82a and 805, 825
each provide sensor signals that are representative of the
deflection in the x or y direction.

The common magnetic field of the pairs of sensors 80a,
82a, 805, 82b, 80c, 82¢ is generated for the sensor assembly
110 using four magnets 74a, 745, 74¢, 74d, each of which is
rectangular. Each two magnets 74a, 74¢ or 74b, 74d are
opposed at their narrow sides. The magnets 74a, 74b, T4c,
74d form a cross in plan view on the upper side 116. In
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preferred exemplary embodiments, the North-South axis 122
of each magnet 74 lies parallel to the measurement plane,
which is spanned by the sensors 80a, 82a, 805, 825 on the
upper side 116 of the component support 112. A different
common magnetic field results in each case depending on
whether equal or unequal magnetic poles are opposed during
a rotation along the surface 116.

FIG. 8 shows the common magnetic field 124 of the sensor
assembly 110 in a plan view onto the upper side 116, if the
North and South poles of the magnets 74 alternate in the
circumferential direction, i.e. if a North and a South pole are
facing each other along the surface 116 in each case. FIG. 9
shows, in contrast, the common magnetic field 126 of the
sensor assembly 110, if equal magnetic poles are facing each
other along the upper side 116. In both cases a common
magnetic field is the result that is rotationally symmetrical
about an imaginary axis of rotation perpendicular to the upper
side 116. The common magnetic fields 124, 126 are each thus
optimally suitable for determining deflections of a stylus in
two orthogonal spatial directions, both of which are advanta-
geously perpendicular to the Earth’s gravitational force (and
thus typically represent the x and the y axis of the movements
of'the stylus). Both magnetic field variants have quite strongly
curved line courses in the area of the magnetic field sensors
80a, 805, 824, 82b, which enables the determination of posi-
tion with high accuracy.

As can be seen in FIG. 7, the component support 112
comprises a central, substantially cruciform recess 128, in
which the cruciformly arranged magnets 74a, 74b, 74c, 74d
are disposed. The magnets are fixed onto the other support
114 and can be moved therewith as a whole relative to the
component support 112. In exemplary embodiments, the fur-
ther support 114 can be fixed onto the rod 68 by magnet 74 (cf.
FIG. 2), whereas the component support 116 is coupled to the
probehead base 52. Inthe event of a deflection of the stylus 22
relative to the base of the probe head, the position of the
common magnetic field 124 or 126 relative to the pairs of
sensors changes. The respective actual position of the mag-
netic field, and hence the actual position of the stylus 22, can
be determined in the three spatial directions with the aid of the
pairs of sensors.

In one variant of the exemplary embodiment shown in FIG.
7, the component support 112 is fitted with pairs of sensors
804, 82a and 805, 825 (not shown here) both on the upper side
116 and also on the lower side 118. In said variant the thick-
ness d of the component support 112 is selected to be of such
amagnitude that the pairs of sensors on the upper side 116 and
the pairs of sensors on the lower side 118 form two mutually
parallel measurement planes, but separated from each other
by distance d, wherein the distance d is sufficiently great that
atilting of the component support 112 about the x axis and the
y axis can be determined using the sensor signals from the
parallel measurement planes. The x axis and the y axis extend
parallel to the two measurement planes in this case. A rotation
of the component support 112 about the z axis is advanta-
geously determined with the aid of a subtractor 98 according
to FIG. 5.

In all preferred exemplary embodiments the component
support 112 consists of a thermally stable material, ie. a
material with a low coefficient of thermal expansion. In some
exemplary embodiments a temperature sensor 130 is dis-
posed on the component support 112. Using the temperature
sensor 130, the evaluation and control unit 34 of the coordi-
nate measurement machine 10 or a signal processing unit in
the sensor assembly 110 can carry out temperature compen-
sation by correcting thermally induced position changes of
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the component support 112 relative to the magnetic field 124,
126 using the known temperature coefficients.

In other exemplary embodiments, the sensor assembly 110
can be implemented without a temperature sensor 126,
because the common sensor signals 94 of the pairs of sensors
are determined at a reference temperature and provided as
reference values in a memory of the evaluation unit. Prior to
carrying out an actual measurement, the evaluation unit first
determines the common sensor signals of the pairs of sensors
while the component support 112 is in its rest position. Cor-
rection values for temperature compensation are determined
from the difference of the actual determined sensor signals
and the sensor signals at the reference temperature. In some
exemplary embodiments, said temperature compensation
takes place in the evaluation and control unit 34 of the coor-
dinate measurement machine 10. The evaluation unit 34 con-
sequently comprises a temperature correction stage. In other
exemplary embodiments the temperature correction stage can
be integrated onto the component support 112.

What is claimed is:
1. A sensor assembly for determining a spatial position of
a first part relative to a second part, comprising:

at least one magnet disposed on the first part and designed
for generating a magnetic field that extends to the second
part, said magnetic field having a plurality of directions
depending on a position relative to the at least one mag-
net,

a first, a second, a third and fourth magnetic field sensor
each arranged on the second part and each designed to
produce an output signal essentially varying as a func-
tion of the direction of the magnetic field at the location
of the respective magnetic field sensor,

a signal generator designed for determining a first and
second sensor signal by combining the output signals
from the first, second, third and fourth magnetic field
sensors,

wherein the first and the second magnetic field sensors are
arranged at a first spatial distance from one another and
form a first pair of magnetic field sensors, said first
spatial distance defining a first interval and a first mea-
surement axis transverse to said first interval,

wherein the third and the fourth magnetic field sensors are
arranged at a second spatial distance from one another
and form a second pair of magnetic field sensors, said
second spatial distance defining a second interval and a
second measurement axis transverse to said second
interval,

wherein the at least one magnet is positioned in said first
and second intervals,

wherein the first and second measurement axes are sub-
stantially orthogonal with respect to each other,

wherein the first sensor signal varies as a function of a
spatial position ofthe first part relative to the second part
along the first measurement axis and the second sensor
signal varies as a function of the spatial position of the
first part relative to the second part along the second
measurement axis,

wherein the signal generator comprises an adder which
adds the output signals of the magnetic field sensors ofat
least one pair in order to determine at least one from the
first and second sensor signals, and

wherein the signal generator further comprises a subtractor
which forms a difference between the output signals of
the magnetic field sensors of at least one pair in order to
determine a further sensor signal representative of a
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rotational position of the first part relative to the second
part about a further axis transvers to the first and second
measurement axes.

2. The sensor assembly of claim 1, wherein the magnetic
field sensors each comprise an electrical resistance which
varies as a function of the direction of the magnetic field at the
location of the respective magnetic field sensor.

3. The sensor assembly of claim 1, wherein the second part
comprises a component support, on which the first, second,
third and fourth magnetic field sensors are commonly
arranged.

4. The sensor assembly of claim 3, wherein the component
support comprises a central recess in which the at least one
magnet is arranged.

5. The sensor assembly of claim 4, wherein the at least one
magnet comprises a plurality of magnets which are arranged
in the recess and commonly generate the magnetic field.

6. The sensor assembly claim 4, wherein the component
support comprises a first side and a second side facing away
from the first side, wherein the magnetic field sensors of the
first and second pair are arranged on the first side, and wherein
a third pair of magnetic field sensors is arranged on the second
side in order to provide a third sensor signal.

7. The sensor assembly of claim 1, further comprising a
temperature correction stage designed to determine a ther-
mally induced position change of the first part relative to the
second part from the output signals of the first, second, third,
and fourth sensors.

8. A sensor assembly for determining a spatial position of
a first part relative to a second part, comprising:

at least one magnet disposed on the first part and designed
for generating a magnetic field that extends to the second
part, said magnetic field having a plurality of directions
depending on a position relative to the at least one mag-
net,

a first, a second, a third and a fourth magnetic field sensor
each arranged on the second part and each designed to
produce an output signal essentially varying as a func-
tion of the direction of the magnetic field at the location
of the respective magnetic field sensor,

a signal generator designed for determining a first and a
second sensor signal by combining the output signals
from the first, second, third and fourth magnetic field
sensors,

wherein the first and the second magnetic field sensors are
arranged at a first spatial distance from one another and
form a first pair of magnetic field sensors, said first
spatial distance defining a first interval and a first mea-
surement axis transverse to said first interval,

wherein the third and the fourth magnetic field sensors are
arranged at a second spatial distance from one another
and form a second pair of magnetic field sensors, said
second spatial distance defining a second interval and a
second measurement axis transverse to said second
interval,

wherein the at least one magnet is positioned in said first
and second intervals,

wherein the first and second measurement axes are sub-
stantially orthogonal with respect to each other,

wherein the first sensor signal varies as a function of a
spatial position of the first part relative to the second part
along the first measurement axis and the second sensor
signal varies as a function of the spatial position of the
first part relative to the second part along the second
measurement axis, and

wherein the output signal of at least one of the magnetic
field sensors comprises two different analog signals,
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with a first analog signal from the two different analog
signals depending sinusoidally on the direction of the
magnetic field at the location of said at least one of the
magnetic field sensors, and with a second analog signal
from the two different analog signals depending cosinu-
soidally on the direction of the magnetic field at the
location of said at least one of the magnetic field sensors.

9. The sensor assembly of claim 8, wherein the second part
comprises a component support, on which the first, second,
third and fourth magnetic field sensors are commonly
arranged.

10. The sensor assembly of claim 9, wherein the compo-
nent support comprises a central recess in which the at least
one magnet is arranged.

11. The sensor assembly of claim 9, wherein the at least one
magnet comprises a plurality of magnets which are arranged
in the recess and commonly generate the magnetic field.

12. The sensor assembly claim 9, wherein the component
support comprises a first side and a second side facing away
from the first side, wherein the magnetic field sensors of the
first and second pair are arranged on the first side, and wherein
athird pair of magnetic field sensors is arranged on the second
side in order to provide a third sensor signal.

13. The sensor assembly of claim 8, further comprising a
temperature correction stage designed to determine a ther-
mally induced position change of the first part relative to the
second part from the output signals of the first, second, third,
and fourth sensors.

14. A sensor assembly for determining a spatial position of
a first part relative to a second part, comprising:

at least one magnet disposed on the first part and designed
for generating a magnetic field that extends to the second
part, said magnetic field having a plurality of directions
depending on a position relative to the at least one mag-
net,

a first, a second, a third and a fourth magnetic field sensor
each arranged on the second part and each designed to
produce an output signal essentially varying as a func-
tion of the direction of the magnetic field at the location
of the respective magnetic field sensor,

a signal generator designed for determining a first and a
second sensor signal by combining the output signals
from the first, second, third and fourth magnetic field
sensors,

wherein the first and the second magnetic field sensors are
arranged at a first spatial distance from one another and
form a first pair of magnetic field sensors, said first
spatial distance defining a first interval and a first mea-
surement axis transverse to said first interval,

wherein the third and the fourth magnetic field sensors are
arranged at a second spatial distance from one another
and form a second pair of magnetic field sensors, said
second spatial distance defining a second interval and a
second measurement axis transverse to said second
interval,

wherein the at least one magnet is positioned in said first
and second intervals,

wherein the first and second measurement axes are sub-
stantially orthogonal with respect to each other,

wherein the first sensor signal varies as a function of a
spatial position ofthe first part relative to the second part
along the first measurement axis and the second sensor
signal varies as a function of the spatial position of the
first part relative to the second part along the second
measurement axis,
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wherein the second part comprises a component support,

on which the first, second, third and fourth magnetic
field sensors are commonly arranged,
wherein the component support comprises a central recess
in which the at least one magnet is arranged, and 5

wherein the at least one magnet comprises a plurality of
magnets which are arranged in the recess and commonly
generate the magnetic field.

15. The sensor assembly claim 14, wherein the component
support comprises a first side and a second side facing away 10
from the first side, wherein the magnetic field sensors of the
first and second pair are arranged on the first side, and wherein
a third pair of magnetic field sensors is arranged on the second
side in order to provide a third sensor signal.

16. The sensor assembly of claim 14, further comprisinga 15
temperature correction stage designed to determine a ther-
mally induced position change of the first part relative to the
second part from the output signals of the first, second, third,
and fourth sensors.
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